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Renaissance women’s portraiture served a narrative purpose for the patron, always
informed by whether the painting’s subject was alive at the time of painting. My own interest in
posthumous portraiture came from a single sentence in renowned Renaissance scholar Patricia
Simons’ article on the identification of Tornabuoni women in the Santa Maria Novella. She
wrote of Ghirlandaio’s fresco of Giovanna Tornabouni, painted after her death, in which he
copied a profile portrait done during her lifetime but decided to further idealize it.1 Renaissance
portraiture was never accidental, and female Florentine portraiture of the era was particularly
riddled with symbolism. So much so that people’s images in portraiture were more of a
collection of symbols rather than a likeness, without any modern sense of individual identity.2 In
this paper I will be examining the differences in portraiture of Florentine noblewomen done
during their life, versus portraiture completed posthumously. I will argue that the further
idealization and anonymization of Giovanna Tournaborni in posthumous portraits is both
reflecting and perpetuating her objectification through display culture, while also representing
her family’s hope for her in a Christian afterlife. I will expand this by discussion of posthumous
portraits of the adjacent noble family, the Medici, discussing portraits of Bia de Medici and
Maria Salviati.
It would be impossible to understand the narratives created about Renaissance women
without first establishing the repression they faced in Florence compared to other cities in the
same era. Noble women’s lives were defined by the dowries they had access to and the marriages
they were able to make because even without any male heirs, Florentine daughters were unable

1

Patricia Simons. "Giovanna and Ginevra: Portraits for the Tornabuoni Family by Ghirlandaio and
Botticelli." I Tatti Studies 14/15 (2011), 115
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Fletcher-Irwin 3
to inherit more than a quarter of their father’s wealth.3 Predominant ideas about women at the
time were impacted by the church’s belief that they were inherently wicked, sexual, and
untrustworthy.4 Women were therefore primarily contained to their homes except for church
services.5 Their lives were crafted by the men around them, through which they were heavily
idealized without room for unique identity. Because what was perceived through appearance and
fashion was believed to be a genuine expression of a person’s value, and women were
understood to belong to and reflect their male family members, it was critical for noble women
to visually advertise their social prestige and chastity.6 Portraits were an extension of this display
culture, with paintings and sculptures furthering an idealized fiction about the represented
subject.
In the 1970s feminist art historians questioned whether women had a Renaissance at all
because of the limited freedoms available to them and have continued to be interested in the
fictionalization of women through Renaissance portraiture since.7 In this paper I will be using the
roadmap set by Simons’ in “Women in Frames: The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance
Portraiture” to analyze women’s portraiture through a lens of idealized gender performance.
Nannina de’ Medici, the sister of Lorenzo the Magnificent, perfectly explains the lack of self-
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Connected to the belief of Original Sin, with women seen as daughters of Eve. See Dale Kent, “Women
in Renaissance Florence” in Virtue and Beauty : Leonardo's Ginevra De' Benci and Renaissance
Portraits of Women, 27
5
Dale Kent, “Women in Renaissance Florence” in Virtue and Beauty : Leonardo's Ginevra De' Benci
and Renaissance Portraits of Women, 36
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Patricia Simons, "Women in Frames: The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture.", 41.
Simons’ goes into more depth on “display culture” or the visual representation of morality in quattrocento
Florence.
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See Joan Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women have a Renaissance?” in Women, History & Theory: The Essays of
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concluding that the period served to further objectify and disempower Italian noble women and, therefore,
women did not really have a Renaissance at all. This article is referenced as inspiration for Simons’
Women in Frames.
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actualization available, even to Florence’s most powerful women, when she wrote, quote, “Don’t
be born a woman if you want your own way.”8 Even after a Florentine woman’s death, her image
was used to further the narrative of her family, so it would be fair to say that if you wanted your
own way in quattrocento Florence, you ought not die a woman either.
Posthumous portraiture was not uncommon during this period, especially due to the
practice of making death masks of the deceased. Portraits of the dead were an important aspect
of a family home since they allowed the living both to remember those they’d lost and celebrate
familial lineage.9 In the Medici palace, the entrance way was adorned with the faces of deceased
family members to remind the living of their legacy.10 While sometimes noblewomen would be
painted as a part of their marriage celebration, their often early death made posthumous
portraiture necessary as well. It was considered more proper to hang portraits of deceased
women because it could avoid the danger of flattery or vanity towards the woman being
portrayed.11 Portraiture completed of the dead, however, posed unique challenges because of the
necessity to copy from existing images. Sometimes these were earlier portraits, but artists could
also visualize the deceased using their death mask. The masks were made by applying plaster to
the face of a recently deceased person, forever capturing their features in order to celebrate and
remember them. Aesthetically pleasing enough to be displayed in the home, these masks were
made for much of the nobility and educated middle class during the second half of the

Dale Kent, “Women in Renaissance Florence” in Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo's Ginevra De' Benci
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Quattrocento.12 More temporary materials were used to create likenesses of the lower classes,
such as the papier-mache bust of Jacoba di Geri Risalti’s daughter.13 Both sculpted and painted
portraits of Florentines were copied likenesses from death masks, so they had quite an influence
on art of the time.14 The masks themselves were flattering to the deceased because the plaster
would flatten out wrinkles, such as Brunelleschi’s death mask in which his skin is made to look
younger than sixty-nine.15 Therefore, we are able to see how death masks themselves began the
process of idealizing the deceased, showing their youthful selves in a culture where outward
appearance was considered character defining. Any artwork created using these death masks was
being created from an already fictionalized image, and further idealization was another step
towards distancing the portrayal from the portrayed.
Posthumous portraits, just as any other genre, must be analyzed for how they interact
with their patriarchal surroundings in addition to their intended purpose.16 Therefore how women
were portrayed was less a reflection of what they may have looked like, and more honestly a
reflection of what men who commissioned and painted the portrait wished to see in them. In
order to visually represent traits that otherwise could not be seen such as virtue, there were
generally understood signs repeated through Renaissance portraiture. For example, since hair
was eroticized in Renaissance society, portraying a woman with her hair up symbolized her
propriety.17 A woman's chastity could also be shown through images of certain gems, such as

12

Jane Schuyler, "Death Masks in Quattrocento Florence." Source: Notes in the History of Art 5, no. 4
(1986): 1-6, 1
13
Sharon Strocchia, “Death and Ritual in Renaissance Florence,” 46.
14
Jane Schuyler, "Death Masks in Quattrocento Florence." Source: Notes in the History of Art 5, no. 4
(1986): 1-6, 1
15
Jane Schuyler, "Death Masks in Quattrocento Florence." Source: Notes in the History of Art 5, no. 4
(1986): 1-6, 3
16
Patricia Simons, "Women in Frames: The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture.", 40
17
Joanna Woods-Marsden, “Portrait of the Lady, 1430-1520” in Virtue and Beauty : Leonardo's Ginevra
De' Benci and Renaissance Portraits of Women, 65

Fletcher-Irwin 6
pearls, sapphires and emeralds which served to symbolize both a woman’s purity and wealth.18
Through an understanding of intentional elements added to paintings, we are able to see how
Renaissance painters communicated a personified collection of desired, gendered traits rather
than a woman with any agency. This is reflective of a noted pattern of Florentine men seeing
women not as people in their own right, but as personified ideals.19 While all portraiture during
the Renaissance had an element of idealization, regardless of the sitter’s desire for naturalism20,
it was women’s portraiture where the idealization is most intense. Unlike images of men, who
were largely idealized for their own aggrandizement, women’s portraiture was a reflection of the
men around her to the extent that even her face can be seen as a symbol for the faces and
reputations of men in her family.21 It is important, then, to look at the intentions of the woman’s
family beginning with Giovanna degli Albizzi, who married Lorenzo Tornabuoni in 1486.22
Giovanna Tornabuoni was portrayed several times both living and dead, and through
these likenesses one is able to trace a pattern of increasing idealization posthumously. I will first
focus on a profile portrait of her attributed to Niccolo Fiorntino in 1486, the same year she was
married. (Fig. 1) Lorenzo commissioned the medal portrait and chose the theme of the three
graces. This is reflected in the first inscription, which defines her as Lorenzo’s wife before her
own name.23 The second inscription is a reminder of virtues she ought to carry with her in this
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Everett Fahy, “The Marriage Portrait in the Renaissance or Some Women Named Ginevra” in Art and
Love in Renaissance Italy, 22.
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Cambridge University Press, 2018, 62
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role: “chastity” , “beauty”, and “love”.24 Her portrait is typical in pose: her side profile allows the
viewer to look without being seen because her eyes are cast down, she has a high forehead and a
long neck adorned with pearls, and her hair is half up and half in ringlets against her cheek. Her
features on the medal are distinct and recognizable enough that other portraits done of Giovanna,
completed posthumously, are identifiable because of a likeness to this one.25
However, Giovanna’s medal is still an example of a portrait which stylized Giovanna into
a fictional woman. Simons writes of women’s profile portraits that, quote, “They are inactive
objects gazing elsewhere, decorously averting their eyes. In this sense they are chaste, if not
virginal, framed if not (quite) cloistered.”26 This description matches the desired effect of
Giovanna’s portrait. When Lorenzo would show his friends the coin of his wife,27 he would not
want her to meet their gaze. But the coin captures Giovanna eternally as Lorenzo’s wife, able to
be brought out and admired for the virtues assigned to her. The virtue of love is anticipated rather
than present at the time of the portrait’s creation.28 This anticipation of presented virtues reveals
that portraits of living women, in this case Giovanna’s medal, were prophetic in nature with the
woman being placed into the context of what she ought to become rather than what she was. In
other words, Giovanna was only herself in this image to the extent it was recognizably her body
now inhabiting the predetermined role of a chaste, beautiful, and loving wife to Lorenzo. A
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posthumous portrait was able to be as revisionist as the patron pleased. Whatever virtues a
woman strived for in life, it was in death she could finally achieve perfect Renaissance beauty.
Posthumously, Ghirlandaio completed three confirmed portraits of Giovanna. These are a
profile portrait (Fig. 2), the Visitation fresco in Santa Maria Novella (Fig. 3), and the Cestello
Visitation altarpiece (Fig. 4).29 While it has been debated whether the portrait panel or the fresco
inside of Santa Maria Novella came first, scholars generally believe that the frescoed image
inspired the panel. Ghirlandaio's decision to copy the medal rather than do a three-quarter
portrait, as was more popular in his workshop at the time, was a reference to her death predating
this stylistic change.30 Giovanna is shown with the same idealized features as in the medal,
including her long neck, high forehead, and perfect ringlets. The usage of color, unlike in the
marriage medal, allows for further idealization. Giovanna’s skin is shown as very pale and clear,
furthering the image of her as static by invoking a statue. Giovanna is positioned facing a door
with light falling onto her face which would fit with other symbolic choices made by portrait
artists when portraying deceased subjects. Ghirlandaio paints more of her body than is
conventional in order to indicate that she succeeded in producing an heir for the Tornabuoni
family.31 It would also make sense that Ghirlandaio would idealize further than Florentino had if
we accept that this portrait is copied from the medal. Visually portraying Giovanna’s virtue
accelerates because Ghirlandaio is idealizing an already idealized image. Ghirlandaio’s profile
portrait, while similar enough to be identified from the medal from years earlier, takes the
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Cambridge University Press, 2018, 142
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idealization further both because of medium and posthumous nature, meaning that after her death
she was even more heavily idealized than she had been during her lifetime.
The second portrait of Giovanna by Ghirlandaio is the fresco in her family’s chapel in
Santa Maria Novella (Fig. 5 shows detail of Giovanna). Once again, the profile is modelled on
the medal from her lifetime, but further idealized. The significant softening of her features
compared to the harsher profile on the medal make a convincing case for heavy idealization of
Giovanna posthumously. The lessening of the curvature of the body from the under drawing to
the final portrait further illustrates this point.32 If we accept the Santa Maria Novella fresco of
Giovanna as an idealized version of her profile portrait, which is itself an idealized version of her
medal, which has personified only those virtues a Florentine man would value in a wife, we are
able to see how she becomes distant from her original image. Giovanna’s memorial chapel was
at Cestello, where she was once again idealized posthumously by Ghirlandaio. It was
commissioned two years after the Santa Maria Novella chapel and the composition of the
Visitation scene changed dramatically.33 However both of these scenes are full of symbolism
regarding women and childbirth.34 Giovanna’s life is memorialized in as static a way possible,
anonymizing her into a personification of ideals.
It would be unfair to remove the emotion of those grieving from posthumous portraits.
Upon the loss of his second wife and stillborn child35, Giovanna’s father in law, Giovanni wrote,

32

Patricia Simons. "Giovanna and Ginevra: Portraits for the Tornabuoni Family by Ghirlandaio and
Botticelli." I Tatti Studies 14/15 (2011): 103-35, 115
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Maria DePrano, Art Patronage, Family, and Gender in Renaissance Florence: The Tornabuoni.
Cambridge University Press, 2018, 156
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Maria DePrano, Art Patronage, Family, and Gender in Renaissance Florence: The Tornabuoni.
Cambridge University Press, 2018, 166
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A woman named Francesca Pitti. Her posthumous portraits in Santa Maria sopra Minerva do not
survive, and therefore any idealization present can not be analyzed in this paper. However de Prano writes
that commissioning posthumous portraits of her began the Tornabuoni tradition of artistic
commemoration in following generations. See “Introducing A Family: The Tornabuoni” in Maria
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quote, “I am so oppressed by anguish and grief for the most bitter and unexpected circumstance
of my sweetest wife, that I myself do not know where I am.”36 It is clear from this letter that
Giovanni was in deep mourning for the loss of a woman he cared for. While a more modern,
feminist reading of idealization could see it as a cause of dehumanization of the deceased wives,
Giovanni would not have shared this view. Existing in a culture which applauded only one type
of virtuous woman, it is much more probable that in the case of both his deceased wives, he
would have seen the idealization of them as the ultimate form of flattery and it would have
provided some comfort to him in his grief. Giovanni’s son, Lorenzo, would likely think the same
about the memorialization of his wife.
Because the primary audience for chapel portraits was considered to be God, in the hopes
the image could convince the saints that the deceased belonged in Heaven, emphasis on their
virtuous life was seen as an act of kindness.37 In Giovanna’s memorial chapel, therefore, we are
able to see how posthumous portraiture simultaneously commemorates who she was and
continues to instruct her on what to become in the afterlife. While Giovanna is certainly an
excellent example of the ways in which portraiture of deceased women is further idealized after
their death, we must now turn our attention to other women painted posthumously in order to
better contextualize Giovanna’s commemoration as an example of a larger social phenomenon.
To do this, I will be looking at more posthumous portraits done of women in the intertwined
Medici family.
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Bia de Medici was Cosimo de Medici’s illegitimate daughter, placed under the care of
her grandmother and powerful noblewoman, Maria Salviati. She was well liked and sorely
missed by her family when she died as a young child.38 Bia de Medici (Fig. 6), the painting done
of her by Bronzino, is also representative of posthumous idealization. This portrait is believed to
be painted after Bia’s passing from a death mask of her face, similar to the process for portraits
of Maria Salviati, who is discussed in more detail below. Scholars point to Bia’s vague halo,
stillness, and background as symbols for the portrait being posthumous.39 Had Bia lived, she
might have had a marriage portrait done, but despite never having this opportunity, Bronzino’s
portrait of her has the elements of an adult woman’s portrait in a display culture. Her all white
attire and string of pearls are clear indications of purity and virtue and while some of Bia’s glow
could be attributed to her youth, Bronzino paints her skin as inhumanely luminescent, causing
her to leave the physical realm of her grieving family. Bronzino’s inclusion of these aspects link
the young Medici girl to other posthumous portraits which elevate their subjects beyond physical
possibility, tying their future in the afterlife to their worldly beauty.
Through Pontormo’s posthumous Maria Salviati With A Book (Fig. 7), done using her
death mask and composite earlier sketches of Maria40(Figs. 8 and 9), we are able to see that once
again a Florentine woman is idealized after death. The flattening of the face was especially
important in recognizing portraiture done from death masks, as well as it being unlikely that a
woman of Maria Salviati‘s age would sit for a portrait.41 Maria Salviati With A Book is a
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strikingly disconnected portrait, as can be seen when contrasted with Maria Salviati with Guilia,
done during Maria’s life. Despite both showing her full face, Maria’s eyes are lowered from the
viewer more noticeably in the former portrait. Even in death, and elevated status, she does not go
against her role as a Florentine woman. Maria Salviati with a Book has a rosier tone than her
portrait with Guilia, her young relative, but she appears imaginary or transient. The Maria who is
painted above Guilia appears alive and capable, while in her posthumous portrait she is static. A
noticeable difference between Maria and the portraits of Giovanna previously discussed is
Maria’s significantly older age. Giovanna died before her twentieth birthday, and youth was
idealized in Florentine society.42 Maria died at forty-four, over twice the age of Giovanna.43
While her face is solemn and mature, Maria’s idealization does not allow her to show signs of
her actual age. Once again, her posthumous portrait captures her not as she was, but as she ought
to have been.
With Maria Salviati’s portrait as an example, we can see that it is not only marriage
portraits which are promises of the future, but death portraits as well. In such a visual and
Catholic culture, sins are seen as connected to the skin and its mortality.44 The smoothing of
Maria Salviati’s skin was not only a sentimental sign of her youth but a prayer for her
redemption in the afterlife. Similarly, I have written that Giovanna Tornabouni’s medal predicted
her future as a married woman by inserting her into an existing idealized role, the further
idealization of women after death in preparation for Heaven can be seen as a similar but more
intense process.
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My primary intention, to better understand Giovanna’s portrayal after her death,
uncovered the depth to which posthumous portraiture exemplified the simultaneously hopeful
and anonymizing idealization of dead Florentine women. Posthumous portraiture mirrors
portraiture of living women, as both of them place individuals into predetermined roles. A
display culture where interior worth is defined by exterior appearance allowed women’s
existence to be defined by their features, even more in death than in life. Deceased women had
become closer to what feminist art historians have identified as the ideal Renaissance woman:
not only were they now still, unresponsive, and cold, but also beautiful, graceful, and chaste. In a
deeply religious and misogynistic society, portraying them this way was optimistic towards
welcoming them into a good afterlife. The contradiction during the Renaissance between love for
these women and their lack of individuality is rife in posthumous portraiture. Nowhere is this
more evident than in the portraits of Giovanna Tornabouni, commemorated both living and dead
through the eyes of the men who defined her.
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Figures
1. Niccolò Spinelli. ca. 1486. Medal with Portrait of Giovanna Albizzi Tornabuoni, obverse
[Medaille mit einem Bildnis von Giovanna Albizzi Tornabuoni]. Coins and medals.
Place: Münzkabinett, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
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2. Ghirlandaio, Domenico, 1449-1494. 1488. Portrait of Giovanna Tornabuoni.
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3. Ghirlandaio, Domenico, 1449-1494. 1485-90. Santa Maria Novella: Capella Maggiore:
Visitation
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4. Ghirlandaio, Domenico, 1449-1494. 1491. Visitation panel. Place: Musee de Louvre,
Paris.

Fletcher-Irwin 19

5. Ghirlandaio, Domenico, 1449-1494. 1485-90. Santa Maria Novella: Capella Maggiore:
Visitation det.: Giovanna degli Albizzi.
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6. Agnolo Bronzino. c. 1542. Portrait of Bia de' Medici, Daughter of Cosimo I. painting.
Place: Galleria degli Uffizi.
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7. Attributed to Pontormo. before 1543. Portrait of Maria Salviati. painting. Place: Galleria
degli Uffizi.
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8. Agnolo Bronzino, Maria Salviati, drawing, circa 1526.

9. Pontormo (Jacopo da Carucci). Maria Salviati, circa 1544.

